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The origins of Gestalt Therapy derive from several 
sources, such as psychoanalysis by way of Wilhelm 
Reich and experimental GestaK psychologists 
studying the nature of visual percepbon. It also 
includes field theorists such as Lewin and 
humamst-existental ideas that come primary 
through the work of philosopher Marlin Buber. 


Gestatt. a German word with no exact equivalent in E nglish, is 
usually translated as form or shape Geslait Therapy lakes a holistic approach lo 
healing and personal growth. It is a form of experiential psychology that focusses on 
elements of the here and now. What we experience as we develop and how we adapt 
to that experience, come into the present as unresolved problems. 
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G ft Stall lor Beginners*; detads ihe birth of the therapy. 

$0 inveslrgates Ihe complex life of -Is creator Fite Peris, and 
describes his fevolulktosiy techniques such a$ the Empty 
Chair, the Afonotfreme, and (he Dream Stores The author also 
demonstrates why Gestalt Therapy is an ideal approach to sell 
u* affirmation and personal growth . 
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What are we talking about when we talk about Gestalt? 

To begin with, we are using a word of German origin. 

The term first appeared in 1523 in a translation from the 3ible. Coming 
from a past participle (yor Augen gestelt), it meant something like: 
“put before the eyes, exposed to the looks”. 



Today many authors prefer to talk about Gestaltung: process of “taking 
shape” or “formation”. They also agree that investigators Max Wertheimer 
(1330-1943), Kurt Koffka (1336-1941) and Wolfgang Kohler (1337-1967) were 
the first to turn this word into a theory. 




KOHLER, KOFFKA AND WERTHEIMER were looking at 
psychologist CHRISTIAN VON EHRENFEL5 (1859-1932) who had 
said: "THE WHOLE IS DIFFERENT FROM THE SUM OF THE PARTS". 


This was going to be a centra! idea of Gestalt, for it would demonstrate 
the fundamental importance of perception. 

We are surrounded by sounds and forms that do not have a sole mean- 
ing. In a certain moment our perception is what — in that situation and 
that instant — gives it a meaningful and dominant form. For instance, 
what have we got here? 



Actually, we have got 12 lines: 4 horizontal, 4 vertical and 4 oblique. 
That is what is objective. The cube is born out of our imagination. We see 
12 lines, relate them to our memory of a cube and our perception cre- 
ates the figure. This form, figure, Gestalt or project emerges from a 
background, in this case from our subconscious. 
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Around 1912 Wertheimer, Koffka and Kohler presented a conjunct study 
that is considered as the foundation of Gestalt Psychology. 



ogy. This philosophical school’sfatherwas Edmund Husserl (1£>59-193<3), 


whose central idea was to describe and not explain phenomena. The 
phenomena that the psychologist founders perceived and studied were 


visual and audible figures always external from the subject. 






One of the fundamental things those pioneers noticed was that in all 
perceptive fields (that is to say the field sensuously noticed) you dis- 
tinguish a background and a form. 



The FORM is a 
dominant figure 
that gets its 
meaning on 
emerging from the 
background... 


The BACKGROUND 
is a rear plane that 
gives meaning to the 
figure or form ... 
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However, perception of the form is not an objective fact. The subject 
isolates the figure according to his attention and his needs. 
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Early Gestalt psychologists’ works came to demonstrate that percep- 
tion depends on objective and subjective interdependent factors, and 
that its relative importance could vary. Variation starts mainly from 
the subject, who — according to his relation with the medium — isolates 
the dominant forms from the background. In this way, the object’s as- 
pect depends on the needs of the subject. 


Until Wertheimer, Kohler and Koffka set the basis of Gestalt Psycholo- 
gy (also called Psychology or Theory of the Form), psychology — estab- 
lished as a science in Germany between 1370 and 1330 — considered 
the analysis of the mind’s basic elements its main task. 




In that time two principal trends dominated the new science: 


(Aj)Watson’s CONPUCTISM (or Behaviorism), that analyzed human 
behavior in terms of stimulus-response... 



...and STRUCTURALISM, of Titchener, Wundt and Ebbinghaus, 
that divided the subconscious into independent elements detached 

from values. 



For Behaviorism the conscience did not exist and for Btructuraiism 
the whole (the conduct) was a simple sum of parts. 
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In 1914 a nationalist Serb killed Francis Ferdinand, archduke heir to 
Austria-Hungary, in Sarajevo. With this pretext quick alliances were 
formed and the “Great War” started, which lasted four years, pro- 
duced 9 million casualties and changed the European map. 

In 1912 (in an already convulsed climate), psychology had a confronta- 
tion of its own. 



The creators of the new movement met at the University of Frankfurt 
and agreed that trying to understand existing phenomena (subject, 
object, medium) was no good unless they were seen as a complex whole, 
Interdependent and interrelated. 
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Gestalt psychologists, who began studying perception, soon embraced 
other fields of research, such as learning, social behavior and thought, 
in time their basic formulas were introduced to all aspects of modern 
psychology. 



In that time 5igmund Freud (1056-1939), Viennese neuro-pathologist 
physician, had already published Studies on Hysteria (1095), The Inter- 
pretation of Dreams (1900), Psychoanalysis of Everyday life (1901), 
Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905), Five Lessons on Psy- 
choanalysis (1910) and Totem and Taboo (1912), 
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Foundations 

Besides psychoanalysis. Gestalt Psychology would rub shoulders with 
expressionism (Friedlander), general semantics (Korzybski), transcen- 
dentalism (Emerson), psychodrama (Moreno). As we will later see, it 
would also combine with other very diverse currents... 



WE'RE ALL GE5TALTI5T5. 



BUT PONT THINK ITS JUST A SIMPLE MEPLEY. 

NOW YOU’LL SEE HOW 
IT’S ABOUT A 
COHERENT 
ORIGINAL 
SYNTHESIS. 



This is Claudio 
Naranjo, Chilean, 
one of the world's 
most respected 
current 
Gestaltists. 
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Is the Gestalt Therapy Naranjo talks about the same as Gestalt Psy- 
chology created by W„ K. and K.? Not really: Carrying out a Gestalt 
basic, the whole is different from the sum of its parts, Gestalt Thera- 
py does not arise, then, as a logical sequence following the Gestalt 
psychologists’ studies. 
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Kohler, Wertheimer and Koffka were the trigger. Then came Bliuma Zeigar- 
nik’s contributions. In 1927, she came to the conclusion that an incom- 
plete task demands twice as much energy and memorization as a con- 
cluded one.,. 



In those years, another German Gestalt psychologist, Kurt Goldstein 
(1873-1965), denies there is a dichotomy between the biological and 
psychical things and between the normal and the pathological ones... 



Finally, also in that time (in 1922), Kurt Lewin (1590-1947), creator 
of group dynamics, formulated a solid and coherent theory about 
the relation between the individual and the environment... 
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Meanwhile, on the 5th of July 1593, in a Jewish Berlin ghetto, the third 
son of a somewhat strange couple was being bom. 


It was a long and 
difficult delivery... 



...in which 
forceps 
had to be 
used... 


The. father of this baby was called Nathan, a wine fractionator and 
traveling salesman, He was also a Mason, The mother was called Ama- 
lia, an orthodox Jew, a stage and opera fan. 



16 



ELSE. GRETE, 


the older sister, the younger one , acted and 

was blind. dressed like a boy. 



Nathan and Amalia already had two daughters. The couple lived in an 
ambiance of hate, conflicts and constant fighting. Family life resulted 
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His escapades did not end there: he forged his parents' signature in 
the school papers, was put as an apprentice in a sweets shop and 
failed, etc. He who was growing up in this way, apparently without des- 
tination, was called... 
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The Founder 

Peris is considered the main founder of Gestalt Therapy. He was not a 
person with an easy life, as we have already been able to see by looking at 
his childhood. His personality too — generated to the beat of these and 
other episodes — was complex, ambiguous and controversial. 
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All those who knew and dealt with him seem to be somewhat right. 
However, Peris cannot be defined by only one of those adjectives, though 
none are strange to him... 
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Peris’s adolescence was as turbulent and conflictive as his childhood. 
At 13 he was expelled from school. But the following year he showed 
some of the intuition that would accompany him all his life. He decided 
to apply on his own at another school... 



And he met with a school fit to the needs and questions that were 
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Perls’s entrarice'to that school was particularly enriching for him. There 
he encountered the stage, an interest he would keep for life that would 
overflow in Gestalt Therapy. 



His interest not only had to do with the artistic thing, but with what it 


offered as expression techniques. At school Peris met Max Reinhardt — 


famous expressionist director of the Deutsche Theater — and manyother 
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When he finished school, young Fritz entered the University of Berlin to 
study medicine. In 1914 the war (remember we had announced it?) breaks 
out and he is excepted from the military service because of a heart 
malformation, in 1916 he went into the Red Cross as a volunteer. 





The war turned out to be a traumatic experience that lasted three 
years. In that time he was wounded in the head, exposed to mustard 
gas and saw ail kinds of atrocities in the trenches... 
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It took him several years to recover from those episodes, and through- 
out that time he showed himself indifferent to everything, 



Finally, at age 27 (on April 3, 1920) he graduated as a doctor in Medi- 
cine. Instead of spending his time at the hospitals, Peris dedicated it 
to cruising the Berlin cafes where the anarchist intellectual crowd hung 
out. There he would meet the people who were to influence him, among 
them the expressionist philosopher Salomon Friedlaender. 
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Three years later Peris decided to travel to New York to revalidate his 
doctoral there. He was not able to do it because he did not know 
English, ne went back to Germany frustrated and hurt (for the rest of 
his life) with the American culture. 
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On one of his hospital visits, he met Lucy, a woman older than him, 
with whom he bad a passionate and torrid affair that made him 
break all his taboos. 



That relationship was short. Peris felt excited, stimulated and guilty at the 
same time. His life went into a moving crisis, and he decided to submit 
himself to psychoanalysis. For that he chose fvaren Horney (1665-1953), 
one of the most creative and profound personalities this century’s psy- 
chology has produced. That encounter had a rich influence on him. 
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• In 1927 Peris moved to Frankfurt. There he got a job as an assistant of Kurt 
Goldstein, who was working with people with brain lesions, using his experi- 
ence of Gestalt psychology as the starting point. There Peris met Lore 
(who would later call herself Laura) Posner, a 21-year-old student. 



Three years later Fritz and Laura got married. But before that, Peris 


analyzed himself for a year with Clara Happel, who abruptly interrupted 
the process and practically gave him an order: 
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He was in Vienna for a year and h ad his first clients, supervised by 
Helene Deutsch (known as “the ice woman”). In 1925, back in Berlin, he 
was established as a psychoanalyst while he analyzed himself for a 
year and a half (five times a week!) with Hungarian Eugen Harnick, an 
ultraorthodox analyst who did not greet his patients and hardly ever 
uttered a phrase in an entire week. In 1929 Peris decided to marry Laura. 
Her family was against it. 5o was his shrink. Peris tried to finish with 
his analysis, Harnick later died in a hospital for mental disorders. 
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In 1930 Karen Horne y suggested that Fritz analyze himself with 
Wilhelm Reich. 



Wilhelm Reich (1397-1957) was a precocious psychoanalyst — admitted at 
23 in the Psychoanalytic Society of Vienna — who started as Freud's disciple 
and from 1924 to 1930 directed, by the tatters request, the psychotherapy 
technique seminary. In 1927 he published The Function of Orgasm, where he 
attributes to orgasm a normalizing faculty that relaxes and harmonizes the 
energy in four times (tension, charge, discharge and repose). This, he says, 
marks the general law of life pulsation. After 1930 he broke with Freud and 
insisted more and more on the value of the present over the past's “archeol- 
ogy”. Reich did active analysis: he touched his patients, included the corporal 
thing, worked with tensions and muscular armors. Besides, he related the 
aggressiveness, sexuality and politics in a direct way. He went beyond verbal 
speech; the how of phenomena mattered more to him than the why. 

Because of his heterodoxy and rebelliousness he was expelled from the Psy- 
choanalytic Society of Vienna in 1933 and the International Psychoanalytic 
Association in 1934. He was also persecuted and imprisoned in the U.S. until 
his death. Reich deeply inspired Peris to create Gestalt Therapy. 
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Shortly after Hitler’s ascension, and just when the persecution of the 
Jews grew stronger, Peris escaped with his family to Holland, It was 
1933, in Amsterdam he was not granted a work permit. Then Ernst 
Jones — Freud’s famous biographer, who helped many persecuted Jews — 
nominated Peris for a position as didactic analyst in Johannesburg, 
South Africa. Peris departed grateful and left a warning for his friends: 



The journey lasted three weeks, and in that time Peris studied English. 
He was well received in South Africa. He soon had patients and founded 
the South African Psychotherapy Institute. Laura had graduated and 
was working as well. Many psychoanalysts began to study with Fritz. 
Steve, the second son, was born, The Peris became rich and famous. 




Two years went by that were like a revenge in Perls’s life. He was a rigid 
and orthodox therapist and a bon vivant. Berlin became a bad memory. 


However, something started to worry him... 



It would not be long before things started to change. In 1936 he was invited 


to the International Congress of Psychoanalysis in Prague, Czechoslovakia. 
He prepared a special work. 
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He had meant to contribute to the psychoanalytic theory, but his work 
was too revolutionary. And yet... 
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Starting from this moment Perls’s rupture with Freud had begun. He 
thought he was going deep into the ideas of psychoanalysis’s creator, 
but discovered he was on a path of his own. 



in spite of his frustrations at the Congress (or thanks to them), 1936 
was a decisive year. He got skeptical, mistrusted the scientific, political, 
philosophical and religious dogmas more, then denounced them... 



He feverishly started to develop his own theses, discussed them pro- 
foundly with Laura, his main assistant, and in 1940 finished his first 
book, in which Laura wrote some chapters: 



In the book several ideas emerged that would later culminate in 
Gestalt Therapy. 



Holism (based on ideas of Darwin, Bergson and Einstein) sustains that the or- 
ganism is a mutual help society that, in turn, takes part in the medium, It is a 
whole that, in its present, holds its past and much of its future, The concept 
comes from Jan Christiaan Smuts (1870-1950), who was Prime Minister of South 
Africa and a founder of the United Nations. Peris admired Smuts. 
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In E go, Hunger and Agressionthere were some ideas that turned 
Peris into a heretic for the psychoanalysts, 





In those years he also studied the general semantics of Alfred Korzybski 
(1679-1959), who maintained that all experiences are multidimensional, 
meaning that what is emotional impacts on the intellectual and vice 
versa. Meanwhile, in 1942 (during World War II) he enlisted in the South 
African navy until 1946 as the corps psychiatrist. 

Those four years of his life were full of conflict. He was absent from work, 
had affairs, was indifferent to Laura and ill-humored with his children, 
whom he sometimes punished as his father used to do with him. 




In 1946 Peris made a decision: to move to New York. He left his family 
and luxurious house, and he departed. 



in New York he was not well received. He was provocative, rebellious, anti- 
1 social, and he maintained his anti-Freudian positions that had already 
become unnenounceable... _____ ___ 



In spite of everything, he soon had an abundant clientele, in part for his 
controversial attitudes and in part for the support of three important 



Though he continued using the couch, he believed less and less in this resource 
and what it implied. Instead, his attention toward group therapy was growing. 




The bohemian and transgressive Peris revived in Mew York. He became a 
habitual personality in the artistic and intellectual ambiance, that pro- 
claimed as he did the need to express feelings in a direct way and here 
and now. Among the people he then met were the poet and anarchist 
writer Paul Goodman and philosopher Isadore From. Both were to play 
leading roles in the events coming up. Meanwhile, in 1947, Laura and her 
sons arrived in the United States to live with him. 
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The 50s started with the U.S. strengthened — after the war — as a power. 
In arts and sciences the country was enriched by the Europeans’ con- 
tributions — immigrants with valuable knowledge and talents. In his turn, 
Peris had matured his own process and this was how... 




...in 1950 the Group of the Seven was constituted, formed by Fritz 
and Laura Peris, Paul Goodman, Is adore From, Paul Weisz (psycho- 
therapist who introduced Peris to the Zen), Elliot Shapiro, Sylvest- 
er Eastman and Ralph Hefferline (university professor). In 1951 the 
Group made known its first work: Gestalt Therapy. 
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Giving birth to this collective book was not easy. Discussion on the 


book title abounded. 
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Laura, who was Goldstein's student and had gotten her doctorate with 
a thesis on Gestalt Psychology, maintained her opposition... 


FRITZ, THE THING IS YOU NEVER WENT 
PEEP INTO GESTALT THEORY. 




ITS TRUE, I HAVEN'T REAP 
THE PRINCIPAL WORKS OF 
LEWIN, KOHLER ANP 
WERTHEIMER, BUT THE LESS 
BRILLIANT ANP MORE 
USEFUL ONES ARE 
ENOUGH FOR ME... 


tej 

Peris insisted that for him the essential thing of what he was doing 
consisted of the idea of the incomplete situation or open Gestalt. 
He called his working method of that time Therapy of concentration, 
because the patient had to concentrate himself here and now, on his 
feelings and, above all, on his physical sensations — this approach 
was opposed to psychoanalysis’s free association of ideas... 
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The fact is that, beyond the discussions, the book marked the official 
birth of Gestalt Therapy, 
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The four following years were vertiginous and prodigious for the newly- 
born practice,.. - 



In 1 954 the Gestalt Institute of 
Cleveland was created. 



Immediately Fritz left the 
institutes under the charge of 
Laura, Goodman and Weisz, 
and went on tour around 
the country to diffuse his 
THE method. 



5 







52 






He believed in nothing, did not love Laura anymore, and just dreamed 
about retiring to live in Miami. 
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He moved to Florida where he lived in a small dark apartment. He had 
some therapeutic groups and no friends. Until at the end of 1957... 



...he fell in love again, this time with Marty Fromm, a 32-year-old wom- 
an, shy and neurotic, who was preparing herself to become a therapist 
and who was his patient... 
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The love affair was intense, sexually boundless, lasted two years and in 
that period Marty did not divorce, even though she eventually would some 
time later. Together she and Fritz transgressed limits and taboos. 



In that time Peris tried LSD and hallucinogenic mushrooms, exploring 
his own paranoia and delirium.... 



Marty ended the relationship and, once more, it seemed as if the de- 
cline had come for Fritz. He could neither run away from his profession 
nor be a success, He clung to ISC', wandered... 



and Wilson Van Dusen, 
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imkin managed to convince him to quit drugs, and between him and Vai 
usen — both admirers of Ferls’s therapeutic talent — they put him in toucl 
ith the most important psychotherapists of the time, in California Frit 
as reborn as the Phoenix... 


UN 
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...and again he was surrounded by love and hate. 


HE'S PATHOLOGICALLY^ HE SEES EVERYBODY’S NATURE 
JEALOUS LIKE NO ONE ELSE. 


THETHERAPY HE CREATED f NOBODY USES THE 

IS THE ONLY ONE THAT WORKS.^A BODY THING LIKE HIM 


HE’S A LUSTFUL 
OLDMAN 


HE LIVES 
LIKES A PIG 


HE’S THE 
TYPICAL MACHO 
CHAUVINIST 


T 


r 


HE'S A VENERABLE 
MASTER 


T 


<U J 
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Before turning 70 , in 1962, he decided to go on a trip around the world 
that lasted eighteen months. He spent some time in Israel, where he 
was fascinated with the community life he came to know in a kibbutz 
(collective farm). In Japan he stayed two months In a Zen monastery 


searching for satori (illumination). 



Back from the journey, on December 1963, he met writer Michael Murphy. 
He had inherited some beautiful land in Big 5ur, California where, with his 
friend Richard Price, he had set up an institute and gave seminars and 
talks relating them to “The Great Vision”. 

A new way of life and of human relations. The Age of Aquarius was 
dawning with its new paradigms. Paul Tillich, Aldous Huxley, Arnold Toyn- 
bee, Norman Brown became venerated names. Murphy and Price wanted 
to turn the place (that had natural thermal springs) into a Human 
Potential Development Center, but — at first — it was just an attrac- 













Finally, and reluctantly. Peris accepted a contract as a resident in Es- 
alen. He started in April 1964 and, for more than a year, his disenchant- 
ment seemed to be deserved. He gave demonstration workshops and 
formation courses but there were no more than half a dozen people at 
each meeting. At 72, in 1965, he seemed finished again: his heart was 
worse than ever, he was so tired he could not even walk a block... 



And then, believe it or not.. .he experienced a new resurrection! 
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HIS WORKSHOPS BECAME 
MULTITUDINOUS. HE CALLED 
THEM "MY CIRCUS”. 






The 60s were coming to an end, Vietnam, Paris, Prague’s spring, the 
sexual revolution, women’s lib, the hippies, Woodstock.,, The world was 
living a time in which people were fed up and looking for new ways.,. 
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Now the climate was propitious for the flourishing of an existential ap- 
proach like Gestalt Therapy, Peris was filmed and taped, his name was 
going around the country and the world, he started getting the ac- 
knowledgment and transcendence he had long been denied. His book 
Dreams and Existence (key work) was published, and then, at 75, he 
became a star of Humanist Therapies, which were proposing themselves 
as an alternative that was surpassing psychoanalysis, Big papers and 
magazines were busy with Peris and his proposals, 



fflDKjHG of th. HIPPIES 
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Esalen became what it would keep on being: a kind of Mecca for the new 
paradigms. The most brilliant representatives of the new therapies met 
and left their tracks there. 



In broad euphoria and creative potency, Peris thought it was time to 
take one step further and put into practice a lifelong wish. 
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There, in June 1969, he founded a Gestalt Kibbutz, where he lived along 
with some thirty disciples from Esalen. There were collective chores, work- 
shops, therapeutic groups, formative seminars. People from many places 
came to participate. There was only one requirement,... 
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Like never before, Peris wa s happy, relaxed, energetic and creative. He 
wa's with the people that loved and admired him and would be his princi- 
pal followers: John Stevens, Harvey Freedman, Parry Stevens, Jerry 
Rothstein, Virginia Horowitz, Abraham Levitzky, Stella Resnick, Ed Elkin, 
Richard Miller, etc. 
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At the. beginning of 1970 he went on a pleasure tour to Berlin, Paris and 
London. When he departed, he expressed a sole desire: 



Coming back from his journey he made a stop in Chicago, where he was 
invited to talk and coordinate some workshops. A myocardium infarct took 
him by surprise. He was taken to a clinic. He also suffered from pancreatic 
cancer. He died on March 14, 1970, shortly before turning 77. Laura was 
with him at the clinic. They had not lived together for 22 years, but he had 
never stopped consulting her. 
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Even after his death Peris remained an object of admiration and rejection: 


■ ■ t a f A & I ■ t a a • 1 ■ i i m v am a a 1 
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According to his own wishes, Peris was cremated and then, in a cer- 
emony at the 5an Francisco Civic Auditorium, 1500 people performed 
by the light of the candles a dance in celebration of life, it was a 
joyous celebration, just like he wanted. 



And beyond the arguments between his followers or the questions of 
theorists or adherents from other trends, there was one conclusion on 
which all who had known him or entered into his work or practice agreed: 
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WHAT ARE WE TALKING 
ABOUT WHEN WE TALK... 


Now we know the creator’s story, a controversial, rich, nourishing, con- 
tradictory, lovable and incomprehensible character. All that, and more, 
at the same time. That is to say, a Human Being. We also know that 
Gestalt Therapy is not the same as Gestalt Psychology. Then what is 
Gestalt Therapy? 










ABOUT 


GESTALT? 


Elizabeth Ogg did this 
psychotherapy 
classification. Have you 
spotted the Gestalt yet? 


According to 
Albert Ellis there are., 
1211. .ways 
of psychotherapy., 
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From repressed sex to the Age of Aquarius 

Another highly accepted classification — in this case chronological* — is 
that of Ritchie Hering, It establishes the three great psychological 
schools of the century: 

1 * The FREUDIAN or PSYCHOANALYTICAL 

It was born in an era of sexual repression. 

2 - The BEHAVIORIST- EXPERIMENTAL POSITIVIST 

It appears before the half century, when the technological boom gives way 
to the “era of anxiety” and the therapies to modify behavior come forth, 

3 - The EXISTENTIAL-HUMANIST or THIRD FORCE 

It gathered strength in the last years of this century as a reaction to 
life’s depersonalization and dehumanization. These therapies empha- 
size feeling (physiological and emotional, emotions, passion, immediate 
experience). They are centered in the present (moment of life in which we 
exist and feel). They form part of the appearance of the new scientific, 
philosophical, artistic, and political paradigms. Humanistic Psychology 
includes Abraham Maslow, Rollo May, Carl Rogers, Jacob Moreno, Alex- 
ander Lowen (Bioenergetics), Milton Erickson, Adlerians, Rankians (for 
Otto Rank), Jungians, Neo-Freudians, neo-Adlerians, post-Freudians 
(psychology of the ego), Marcuse, Gordon Allport, Kurt Goldstein's Or- 
ganismic Psychology, etc., etc.. 
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Humanistic Psychology said that orthodox psychoanalysis (with its 
focus on the family and social medium) as well as behaviorism (em- 
phasizing cellular biochemistry) had reduced man to the status of 
an objectto be studied, with no responsibility or possibility of growth. 
The movement came up with a different proposition. 



This trend was never organic, although it founded a magazine ( Journal of 
Humanistic Psychology) run by Abraham Maslow, in order to gather and 
promote its approach. Today it includes diverse and therapeutic methods 
and approaches, recognized generally as Human Potential Movement. You 
could say it proposes to restore and respect man’s dignity through the 
strengthening of three essential rights: 

• the right to satisfy his needs, express his emotions, vindicate his 
feelings and value his body. 

• the right to be different, unique and specific. 

• the right to be fulfilled, to confirm his own individual, social and 

spiritual values, to not be limited by the will of others and not limit 
himself to “having" or "doing". 
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Humanistic Psychology leaves behind the dogmatic notions of health 
and disease, of “normal” and “pathological” 



Refusing to build a wall between “existential malaise” and “disease”. 
Humanistic Psychology parts from the premise that all human be- 
haviors are normal. It places emphais on developing the individual’s 
potential. It does not believe in cause-circumstance separation ei- 
ther; indeed, Man is an open global system, a system in itself that 
forms part of greater systems and organisms. 



74 


In this way Humanistic Psychology puts the accent on the new system- 
ic and analogous paradigms, refusing other trends’ reductionism. Peris 
insisted on one idea about the approach he had created-. 



Thus therapy does not necessarily appear to be related to sickness 
anymore. Therapy proceeds to be a tool for personal development. 
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Finally: is Gestalt a therapy? Perls’s followers define it as something 
more than that. 


IT’S AN EXISTENTIAL 
PHILOSOPHY M 


IT’S AN ART OF 
LIVING 



ITSA WAYOFBEING 
INTHE WORLD 


IT'S A COHERENT ANP CREATIVE 
SYNTH ESIS 0 F PH ILOSOPH ICAL 
A NP THERAPEUTIC CURRENTS 


irS A PEEP ENCOUNTER 
BETWEEN ORIENT ANPOCCIPENT 



Finally, Gestalt pursues an integrating holistic vision of being human, valu- 
ing a person’s affective, intellectual, sensory social, spiritual, emotional 
and physiological dimensions. For that it basically feeds on two currents: 





It based these concepts on PHENOMENOLOGY: 



The HOW is more important than the WHY 
(describe sooner than explain) 

WHAT'S THAT FEAR DOING TO YOU? 



CORPORAL PERCEPTION of the immediate experience is essential. 



(VOThe fundamental thing is the process that is developing HERE 

AND NOW. 
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From existentialism, Gestalt Therapy drew these notions: 



ACTUAL EXPERIENCE is above the 
abstractions. Priority of what is lived. 
Meditate to act. 


WJJJCW EVER HEAR \ f\ DIDN'T HEAR IT NOR j 
ANYTHING LIKE MINE? J L WILL I HEAR 



Each human experience is SINGULAR and UNALIENABLE. 
Each existence is ORIGINAL. 


I'VE MADE UP MY MINP, I'M GOING 
ON THAT TRIP A NP BUILDING THAT... 
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Each person is RESPONSIBLE for his existential project. 
This gives sense to his life and so creates his relative 
FREEDOM each day. 




Besides its contacts with phenomenology and existentialism, Gestalt 
Therapy has a close connection with currents of oriental thought. Peris, 
who had had some contact with Zen Buddhism, intensified it during his 
residence in Esalen. There he came into contact with Alan Watts, per- 
haps the main Tao exponent in the West (author of The Way of the Tao, 
among others). With Gia-Fu-Feng, who had just arrived from China, he 
came to know the essence of Tai Chi. 


"Gestalt insists on the non-search, not on the find, on attention to the) 
here-and-now and a healthy attitude in it. Besides, the Zen rests on 
the cult of attention and the acknowledgment of the perfection of the | 
mind in natural state. Gestalt is a crypt Buddhism and a crypt Taoism. 

Taoism talks about the Tao of things and the Tao of individuals. 

This refers to a wise and deep spontaneity beyond the ego's conscious , 
will. This is no different from the Gestalt ideal". 


This 

is Claudio Naranjo. 
Remember him? 
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A number of contemporary scientists base their theories on this vision: 
Fritjof Capra, Hubert Reeves, Jean Charon, Mitsuo Ishikawa, Olivier Cos- 
ta de Beauregard, etc. We owe them the link between the Orient’s mille- 
nary thought and the Occident’s new paradigms. They start from a 
profound study of the Tao Te Ching, the book written by Lao Tsu in the 
fifth century EC Known as the “Eook of Life”, it covers — through met- 
aphors — the laws of nature and, above all, proposes non-intervention in 
the course of things. 

\ LOOK OUT, THE TAO 

/ THAT CAN BE EXPLAINED 15 
l NOT THE REAL TAO... 






The Tao maintains two essential and unavoidable principles: 






* 


Ya?v 




The Yin (feminine) comprehends the beauty, the sweetness* 
the smoothness, the earth, the moon, the soft, etc, It is stability. 
The Yang (masculine) includes the force, the penetration, the sky, 
the sun, the hard, the harsh, etc. It is movement. 



The acknowledgment and integration of the opposite polarities is 
precisely one of Gestalt Therapy’s main issues. Other questions 
Gestalt borrows from Taoism are: 



.EMFHASfflNG 

SSfSS*- 


/ I^ig&xaom 

PERMANENTLY). 


As for Zen, a branch of Buddhism that originated a hundred years after 
Taoism and reached Japan in the 12th Century, this current sustains that 
the awakening or illumination (called satori) comes after an alert wait, a 
vigil with no purpose. “There are no rules, no intentions in Nature, whatever 
is, is, whatever comes, comes”. 
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Zen and the Gestalt, however, have their differences: 
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Not to say a word about tha couch 

In the same way it has connections with oriental philosophies. Gestalt 
Therapy has connections with psychoanalysis as well, beyond PeHs’s 
rebelliousness against Freud. 



Neurosis — for Peris — is due not to “pseudo memories of childhood", 
or forbidden or repressed desires of the superego, but to a series of 
unfinished (interrupted and unsatisfied needs) Gestalts in a rela- 
tion between the organism (the person ) and his medium. 
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While in psychoanalysis acting-out is considered a resistance to ver- 
balization, in Gestalt premature verbalization is taken as a resistance 
to letting the feeling act-out and the appearance of deep associative 
experiences. 

For psychoanalysis, resistance is all that prevents the access to the 
unconscious. For Gestalt, resistance — more than a wall to tear down — 
is a potential creative energy in order to live in a difficult world. 
Besides these differences, Gestalt owes something to great psycho- 
analysts such as: 



Pampered disciple of Freud, he was underrated by the “hard” or- 
thodox due to his pluralist contributions. He gave great impor- 
tance to the body and to the therapist’s subjectivity and person- 
al style. He established the analysts’ obligatory supervision. Fritz 
and Laura Peris went deep into a lot of his concepts. 


[ Carl :• 

Impeller of the humanist approach, he put the accent on the devel- 
opment of the self more than on the pathology. He proposed the 
therapist’s active attitude and an intense relation with the patient. 
He prioritized the internal dialogue (interior drama) between the “per- 
sonified” parts of the patient. He studied oriental philosophies, as- 
trology and symbolism. Admired by Freud, Jung broke with him in 
1912, following five years of hardships and deep arguments. 





Gestalt finds certain things in common with other psychoanalysts: 

MELANIE KLEIN (1092-1960). She gave importance to the corporal 
thing, introduced play therapy and observed the ambivalence (or polar- 
ities) love-hate and good object-bad object. 

OTTO RANK (1034-1939). He reduced the duration of treatments, took 
elements from the dream as the dreamer’s projections, impelled the 
therapy of creativity. 

KAREN HORNEY (1005-1952). She again valued the importance of the 
cultural medium and that of the present, and rescued the secondary 
benefits of the patient’s existential problems. She gave the sessions a 
warm and secure climate. 

DONALD WINNICOTT (1096-1971). He gave play and creativity a pre- 
ponderant place, recognized the value of the phenomenal and the ne- 
cessities, reduced interpretation’s relevance, and valued — like Horney — 
warmth and security. 



Founder of the Gestalt School of Paris, author ofTHEGESTALT:A THERAPY OF CONTACT 
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According to Ginger’s very creative synthesis, Gestalt would be in 
the center of a five point star. Each point indicates a way to the 
humane, and the different therapeutic approaches are situated in a 
section of the star. 








The experiments, games, works, and representations that happen dur- 
ing Gestalt practice are not a series of empty techniques. Using a cush- 
ion is not to practice Gestalt. The techniques respond to a deep spirit 
that in turn feeds an approach to life. The techniques only make sense 
taken as a whole, and they depend on each therapist’s singularity too. 

The Gestalt techniques work from here and now and emphasize the 
sensations, with the goal that the patient may become aware of how 
he is preventing himself from fulfilling his needs and closing his Ge- 
stalts. They also coneider the relationship l-you (patient-therapist) 
without impeding each one’s independence and responsibility. 
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Awareness 

It can be defined a deliberate consciousness about what is happening 
(physical sensations, feelings, imagination) “to me” and what is hap- 
pening in the environment I am integrated in. Awareness comes from 
the answer to four key questions: 



Awareness allows the patient to situate the therapeutic meeting; it is a 
warming up that also lets previous unfinished situations come out. 



In turn, the therapist is attentive to his own flux of sensations and 
emotions. This is known as continuum of consciousness. 
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The "empty chair" 

One of Peril’s favorite techniques and one of Gestalt’s “trademarks”. 
In the “empty chair” (usually replaced with a cushion) the patient plac- 
es any character of his life with whom he has an unfinished situation: 






OH. PAP. AT LAST! IT'S SO GOOP TO HEAR YOU! 



Used at the right time, the “empty chair” activates feelings and allows 
the patient to meet with unfinished characters or situations to see 
them here and now. Its exaggerated and discretionary use, however, can 
interfere in the direct contact between patient and therapist. 
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The “empty chair” also permits bringing into play a classic concept in 
Gestalt approach: the Top-dog and the Underdog. The first represents 
the pereone desires, needs and potentials. The Underdog identifies the 
excuses, pretexts and obstacles the person puts in his own way. The 
Underdog may personify interjected characters. 



This technique resides in asking the patient to play the different char- 
acters of an unfinished situation in his life, so as to have a clear expe- 
rience of each one of them and their emotions... 
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Not only is it possible to represent other people, but it’s also pos- 
sible to represent the emotions, organ s or emotions themselves. 



Working on the representation of characters, emotions, abstractions or 
parts of oneself, the patient can clearly explore his polarities, get to know 
and accept them instead of reducing them to just one term. He can also 
register the differences and similarities with other people in his life. He is 
able to perceive that life manifests as a d)/nam\o and changing balance. 
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Amplification or exaggeration 

The therapist asks the patient to continue with some gesture or move- 
ment, to gradually intensify it and to exaggerate more every time. This 
increases the perception of certain mechanisms the patient uses in his 
contact with the environment to block his sensations and feelings... 


r r(rMFEPUPi) 



On amplifying his movement and his gesture and saying out loud what 
is the matter with him, the person hears himself, breaks the confused 
interior soliloquy. It becomes a revealing and modifying experience. 
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Talking "to" tha other (direct interpellation) 

This is essential in Gestalt work. The therapist discourages those 
phrases that, for not being directed to a specific addressee, pre- 
vent emotional contact. 



Not to do “mind reading" is also part of the same question: this is to say, 
not projecting on the other your own feelings, wishes, fears, fantasies, etc. 
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Direct interpellation points to creating more direct contacts, without 
justifications, explanations, arguments, excuses or intents to convince. 
Contacts in which “what is” imposes itself on “as if” (what “should be”). 
This kind of dialogue requires honesty — the ability to say what you feel, 
think, want, and accept whatyou hear without judging it. 

Talking In first parson 


This point is closely related to the other. 



CWtalt maintains that the person is responsible for his acts, his thoughts, 
his feelings or emotions. They belong to him. When he talks in first person he 
becomes aware of all that he is, he exercises his responsibility. The contrary 
favors dissociation. 
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Dreams in Gestalt 


Even though Freud appears as the first — in this century — to 
scientifically go deep into them, dreams have been, in humanity’s 
history, a territory wherein answers, symbols, orientations are 
sought. The ways have been multiple, versatile, from esoteric to 
rational. Peris gave great importance to them in Gestalt Thera- 
py. The big novelty that this therapy introduces is that dreams 
are not objects of interpretation or free association. 

In Gestalt Therapy Verbatim, one of his fundamental works, Peris says: 


"The dream is the most spontaneous expression in a human 
being's existence. In Gestalt Therapy we do not break up nor 
interpret dreams: we try to antedate them to life. We revive it as 
if it were happening now. We act it out in the present, so that it 
becomes part of one. Whenever it is possible to remember it, the 
dream will be alive and available and will contain an unfinished 
situation. In the dream we find the existential difficulty, the part 
that the personality lacks. Everything is there. The dream is an 
excellent opportunity to discover the personality's gaps. 
Understanding a dream means to have awareness of how much 
the obvious is being avoided". 



In Gestalt a dream is worked starting from a description of each one of 
its elements. 



Peris even suggested writing dreams down and enumerating the ele- 
ments in writing. 




The therapist may invite the patient to play out the dream’s different 
elements talking as if he were each one of these elements. It is very 
important that this representation be not only verbal, but that the 
patient bring into play emotional and corporal resources as well so that 
he may feel and get the experience of each element. It is also possible 
to dramatize the dream. 



"Each element of a dream is a part of ourselves. When I dream I write 
a script on my life, I say things about myself. Preams can be seen as a 
camouflaged message. The message is existential, it is a message 
about how I exist, about the very nature of my existence". 
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Suggestions for 
working one’s own dreams 


1) Tell the dream in first person and present 
tense, as if you were dreaming it now. 

2) What part of the dream is less like you? Which 
part is it hardest to identify yourself with? 

3) Go back to the dream and talk like that 
part, in first person and present. 

4) Is the dream giving you any message? Is 
there anything about the dream that you 
recognize in you? 

5) Once the dream has communicated its 
message to you, put it in the “empty chair” and 
express your gratefulness to it. If there is any 
other thing you want to say to it, do so. 



Gestalt and the body 



in Ge stait, voluntary and unconscious corpora I manifestations, such as 
gestures, movements, micro gestures, tone of voice, postures, skin com- 
plexion, breathing are taken as important data of what is going on inside 
the patient. Body language is rooted in the here and now. The way to “aware- 
ness” that goes from the body to the word is followed progressively. 
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Gestait Therapy goes farther than simple verbal acknowledgment of 
what is corpora I (which does not bring into play what is emotional), and 
the mere emotional catharsis (which does not take what is corporal to 
a reflexive process). Gestalt enters into the interior processes of the 
body and in this way maintains consistency with its approach of the 
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It is important to remember that mere movement or corporal agitation 
does not mean the Gestalt approach is being used. Appealing to the 
body has an objective, and results differ according to each specific 
group or individual situation, which may look for different “awareness” 
concerning experiences of abandon, tenderness, the enclosing feeling, 
trust, notion of limit, aggressiveness, etc., etc. This search is deter- 
mined here and now, so the therapist is not able to rigidly program the 
“games” and “exercises” ahead of time. Corpora I work — in Gestalt — 
does not push the flux of the therapeutic experience, but modulates 
along with it. 

The results of this work are important to the body and the memory, too, for 
in the work it is possible to detect living materials from the pre-verbal 
infantile period, which cannot be accessed through purely verbal therapies. 
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Gestalt and the "awareness" 

Gestalt techniques mainlyaimatthe patient’s acquisition of conscience 
or awareness. This occurs when the person’s organismic (that is to say, 
integral) attention is focused on a contact zone between the organism 
and the environment, where a complex interchange is produced that 
shows where a patient is blocked, In Gestalt it is said that something is 
going wrong when you are not conscious of that interaction’s difficulty. 



The Gestalt therapist does not intervene directly to make the patient 
conscious, but instead collaborates in restoring the conditions so that 
the patient, through the use of his capabilities, may have awareness 
and the event s’ natural flow can be restored, 
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The mechanisms by which people block becoming conscious of their own 


onnAwcX, are called resistance. 



That is to say, it obstructs self-support and maturity. 


L, 
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Resistances — a fundamental concept m Gestalt — are several, though 
Peris considers four main ones: 



This is the mechanism through which a person incorporates, without 
digesting, all the information and mandates coming to him from the 
medium and acts according to them. 

These unassimilated “alien bodies” are called interjects and impede the 
development and expression of the own self. E5y swallowing them with- 
out digesting them a person may find himself with two opposed or 
incompatible mandates working within him, and an attempt to recon- 



107 


in the interjection the limit between the individual and the rest of the 
world shifts so much toward the individual that he almost disappears. 



Interjection’s the opposite side of the coin. In the projection the per- 
son ascribes to others the attributes he rejects about himself and 
shows himself absolutely critical, intolerant and hypersensitive towards 
these characteristics. He makes the environment responsible for what 
arises within him. He feels that everybody harasses him. He who is an 
introvert accuses others of being cold, etc. Pathology (of which para- 
noia is an extreme case) should not be confused with assumptions 
based on the observation of reality, which are normal and sane. So is 
the artist’s projection when creating characters and stories. 



In projection the limit between the individual and the rest of the world 
is so shifted in the individual’s favor that this one almost cannot de- 
tach himself from his attributes or have perspective. 
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3. Confluence 



ters no limit between himself and the medium that surrounds him, The bor- 
der between him and the medium is abolished. It is the state of a newborn 
child, natural in him, but not in an adult. The confluent lives confused, knows 
not what he wants, knows not what he feels, does not see the difference 
between himself and the rest of the world. He loses the sense of self. In the 
confluence, the habitual cycle of contact-retreat by which the individual 
maintains a healthy relationship with the medium does not happen. The 
confluent does not stand for either the differences or the confrontation. 



In the confluence all notion or register of limit disappears. No difference 
is tolerated, 


Everything has to be the same. It is the resistance of dictators, funda- 
mentalists, sectarian groups or parents who consider their children as 
a simple extension of themselves. 

WHEN THE CONFLUENT SAYS 
"WE" IT IS IMPOSSIBLE TO KNOW 
WHATHEISTALKING ABOUT. 


Fritz Peris wrote a famous GESTALT ORATION, adopted by many and 
criticized by others, who see in it an excessive individualist or egotist. 
Beyond its various possible readings, some authors, like Ginger, see in 
ORATION a claim of the confluence: 





This mechanism is the one employed by people who do to themselves 
what they would like to do to other people or objects. The energies stop 
being directed toward the contact with the world to concentrate on 
the person’s interior. In this ambiance he substitutes inside him the 
world in the place of his self. The retroflector invades his own interior 
world. A certain degree of retroflection is healthy, as long as it mani- 
fests as a reasonable self-control (Peris says this should not be con- 
fused with the Freudian superego). When it becomes a person’e usual 
behavior, retroflection becomes a masochist inhibition of impulses or 
an exacerbation of narcissist manifestations. An example: the “altru- 
ist” or the “sacrificed” person who leaves everything behind for another. 

The retroflector draws a very clear line that marks the limit between 
himself and the environment. I5ut he draws it through the middle of his 
self. He sees himself and “his seif” as two different things. He says “I’m 
ashamed of myself”, “I owe it to myself”, etc. He seems to be talking 
about two different people. 



Ill 




When retroflection becomes chronic it gives rise to diverse somatiza- 
tions. The emotions and feelings dominated and turned toward them- 
selves (what Laborit calls inhibition of the action) finally manifest as 
migraine, headaches, stomachaches, ulcers, etc. 

Carl and Stephanie Simonton, known for their prestigious studies on 
cancer, observed that statistically the number of victims of this dis- 
ease are people too in control, who manifest neither their negative emo- 
tions (grudge, rage, sadness) nor the positive (joy, enthusiasm, happi- 
ness). Retroflectors attack their own inmunological system. 



NEIN! THE PRINCIPLE OF PLEASURE 
IS THE REALITY. NOTHING 
CONSTRUCTIVE CAN BE CREATED 
^ IN ANGUISH. 





The theme of confluence finally allows us to see another difference be- 
tween Gestalt Therapy and Psychoanalysis. 
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Other mechanisms 

Even though resistance is the most usual word, these mechanisms for 
avoiding contact— which may be sane or pathologic accord ing to the 
intensity with which they are manifested — generally receive different 
names according to the approach of Gestaltists. 



To the four main mechanisms, some Gestalt authors add others. 
For example: 



It is characterized by behaviors of avoidance, of deviation. The person 
does not involve or commit himself in anything and manipulates to avoid 
the exterior worid. It is a category of Erwin and Miriam Polster. 
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Proflection 



This conduct, described by Sylvia Crocker, combines projection with retrof- 
lection. it is about doing to another what we would like them to do to us. 



Paul Goodman ascribed the label "egotism" to the mechanism by which 
an individual excessively develops a known ego (nationality, religion, pro- 
fession, etc.) that risks annulling the rest. 
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Narcissism and hypertrophy of the ego relate to egotism, During a ther- 
apeutic process, there will be periods in which the patient manifests 
these attitudes, derived from the fact that he has begun to take care 
of himself. 



There are therapists that, in Gestalt, consider egotism as a therapeu- 
tic tool for a time. That conduct, in a process of awareness, is gradual- 
ly transformed into a transit — according to Jean Marie Robine — ‘“from 
egology to ecology”. 




It is important to note that in Gestalt Therapy resistance is not meant 
to be beaten or “traversed". 



What the therapist does is point it out, so that the patient becomes 
aware of it. This acquisition of awareness allows adapting the mecha- 
nisms to the present situation (here and now). 'In Gestalt it is not 
forgotten that, under certain circumstances, “resistance" may oper- 
ate as a necessary and healthy mechanism of accommodation. What 
transforms it into a prefixed neurotic mechanism is its appearance at 
inappropriate times and situations and its manifestation as the sole 
and rigid response in the cycle of contact and retreat. 
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“All the organ terns require an environment to exchange essential 
substances. We need the physical environment to exchange air, food, 
etc....We need the social environment to exchange friendship, love, 
anger...We always have to consider the part of the world in which we 
live as part of us”. 

— Fritz Peris 
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Neurosis, psychosis and health 


Gestalt considers a healthy state to be one in which an organism (in this 
case, the person) has an internal equilibrium with the context he is in. 



This equilibrium is the Homeostasis. The context, both physical and 
social, results in transformation. The equilibrium is transformed 
accordingly. The homeostatic process, says Peris, is one in which the 
organism maintains its balance, and therefore its health in condi- 
tions that may vary. Finally, homeostasis is the process through 
which the organism satisfies. its needs. 
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( "So we arrive at the definition of health. It is an equilibrium, the 
/ coordination of what we are. I say we are and not we have. With 
l we have we introduce a division: we say that we have an 
\ organism , we have a body. As if there were an I who possessed 
/ that body, that organism. This is not so. We are a body, we are 
( somebody. The question is rather to be than to have. Now then , 
\ the environment also forms part of what we are. Wherever we go 
/ we take a kind of world along with us". 



In normal conditions the organism registers a necessity (thirst, hun- 
ger, love, rage, light, compan y, etc., etc.) and moves into the environ- 
ment to satisfy it. He comes into contact with the environment, satis- 
fies the necessity and retreats. This is known as Cycle of organic self- 
regulation, Cycle of experience. Cycle of contact-retreat or Cycle of 
the Gestalt (a Gestalt is completed). 
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NEUROSIS appears when the “it” perceives a necessity but the T does 
not give it an appropriate answer. Gestalt says that that answer is not 
updated: it is obsolete or anachronistic, responds to behaviors picked up 
at another time and place in life. The accumulation of these behaviors (of 
which resistance is an example) gives plac e to the n eurotic disorder. 



The creative adjustment of the behavior in consonance to the necessi- 
ties is lost. 
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PSYCHOSIS is produced when the perception (capturing the world and 
the external stimulus) and the properception (capturing the world and the 
internal needs) are so disordered that there is no longer any adjustment 
between the subject and the environment. It is “out of reality”. 



According to the Gestaltists, the self of an individual is integrated in 
three ways: 



It: includes the vital needs such as breathing, walking, sleeping, etc. — 
that Is to say the automatic acts by which vital needs are satisfied. 
It: is the active working by which contact with the medium is established, 
limiting or amplifying it according to one’s own responsibility. 
It manifests starting from the acquisition of awares of needs and desires. 
Personality is the representation that the subject makes of himself, 
the image that allows him to recognize himself as responsible for what 
he feels or does. It integrates the previous livings and experiences and 
gives the feeling of identity. 
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How Gestalt Therapy works 


In orthodox therapies the neurosis relates to a trauma that the 
individual “had” in the past. The objective of the treatment is to 
solve “that” problem. The whole approach aims at trying to capture 
that point in the past. 



Instead, in the Gestalt Approach.the neurotic has a problem continu- 
ing here and now, in the present. The therapeutic objective is to get the 
patient into awareness about his avoidance mechanisms — that dis- 
turb his contact with the environment and the resolution of his neces- 
sities — in order to solve his current problem, as well as others that 
could arise in the future. It matters less if this problem exists “be- 
cause” something happened in the past, than to notice how the person 
causes his own difficulties today. 
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Gestalt Therapy tries to give the patient the means so that ne can 
solve his difficulties here and now. The fundamental tool for that is 
SELF-SUPPORT. This is strengthened to the extent that the individu- 
al gradually becomes aware at all times of his verbal, physical and fan- 
tasized actions. Each resolved , difficulty facilitates the solution of 
the next and increases self-support. 



For these reasons Gestalt is considered a Here and Now Therapy It is 
also a Therapy of Contact The patient is asked to pay attention to 
what he is doing at this moment, in the session, to be in contact with 
his gestures, his feelings, his sensations, the tone of his voice and his 
most urgent thoughts as well. 
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While he remains in the past, the patient acts and thinks as if he were 
still “there and then", in those situations and with those characters 
determining his attitudes and guiding his life. He can talk about that, 
but the report is not enough to recuperate the living. 


kLABUVf 



The Gestalt therapist invites him to abandon the mere report and trans- 
form his thought about the past into actions, into life experiences that 
may allow him to go through the past once more until he finds out the 
feelings and actions that were left interrupted. Gestalt does not 
believe in repressed desires or impulses, but in acts that were left 
interrupted. 
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All the steps and techniques of Gestalt Therapy are aimed, it is em- 
phasized, at producing awareness. Gestaitists believe that only when 
the individual becomes aware of what he does, of what happens to him, 
of how he does it or not, is he able to realize what he 15 and how he is. 







This marks an important moment of the therapeutic process. Once he 
shifts to awareness of how he is, the person can accept himself. Ac- 
ceptance is an essential concept of Gestalt Therapy. Each organism is 
what it is... 



Acceptance as it is understood from the Gestalt approach is not res- 
ignation; observing permits the establishment of contact and proves 
cognition. Accepting that something or someone is what he. is the only 
way of initiating change. And acceptance is, therapeutically, the first 
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SELF-SUPPORT is the process by which the patient finds his own re- 
sources and solutions starting from securing awareness of his behav- 
ior mechanisms and the development of his potentials. 



This is an essential aspect of Gestalt Therapy. Usually the person who 
looks for a therapist wants to “change”. Therapists who accept this 
generally establish what Peris called the dichotomy “of the oppressor 
and the oppressed”. 
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The Gestalt therapist supposes that in the patient two parts are in 
conflict and the demand to change is the voice of one of these parts. 



By Gestalt Therapy’s techniques and methods — and trying not to get 
involved in the dispute — the therapist hopes that, through this pro- 
cess, the patient becomes conscious of these aspects in conflict, that 
he fully experiments with what provokes him, that he identify himself 
with both parts and integrate them. This acceptance and integration 
in themselves signify a change. 
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As the acquisition of awareness and the integration of its parts takes 
place, the individual leaves the cycle of interrupted actions or unfin- 
ished Gestalts that constitute his experience, and begins to discover 
his possibilities and expand his frontiers. He starts to make good con- 
tact with the world, based on his internal supports. He goes from... 





This is an essentia) objective of Gestalt Therapy: the transition from 
external support to self-support. This would be, in short, the person’s 
maturity. Thus, by SELF-5UPP0RT is understood the capacity that 
the individual has to take charge of himself, to satisfy his own needs, to 
move into the awareness that he is what he is in his here and now and, 
finally, to close his own interrupted Gestalts. 
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The role of the .therapist in this process with patient is to accompany. 
It is important for him to understand prior to rationalization, to ac- 
cept and not to feel obliged to act. Also to be In contact, that is to 
say attentive to what goes on with the patient, with himself (in his 
mind-body-spirit), in the environment and in the relation between both 
of them. 



The therapist is present and active but not directive (he does not 
give instructions or “recipes”). As he encourages the patient to always 
talk in the first person, he himself remains attentive to his own sensa- 
tions, feelings and thoughts and can even — deliberately — share some 
of them. Abraham Levitzky, direct disciple of Freud’s, pointed out that, 
in a certain way, Gestalt is also a “therapy centered in the therapist”. 
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You can say that the relationship between the therapist and the pa- 
tient is established, in Gestalt, on three levels: 





("between us"). 
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Gestalt Therapy also seeks to prevent the patient from transfering 
characteristics of his own onto the therapist or from seeing him as a 
character from his “cast”... 




In the same way, it tries to avoid the “positive” identifications (over- 
protective mother, “good breast”, etc.) that lead to a patient’s adhe- 
sion to the therapist for an unlimited time. 
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Sonia Nevis of the Gestalt Institute of Cleveland, designed a question- 
naire with 12 questions for the therapists in the making. The responses to 
the queetionane give rise to the following synopsis: 


General characteristics of 
the Gestalt therapist 


S Ability to say things In a precis® brief, clear and direct way. 

S Ability to determine the “here and now? and to remain in the 
present. 

S Sensor sensitivity and corpora I work. 

S Contact with own emotionsand ability to employ the acquisition of 
awareness directly and openly with others. 

^Capacity to discriminate between the phenomenological 
(observed) data and the interpretation. 

S Awareness of his own intentions(what he wants to say or 
do)and the ability to clearly make others see what he wants 
from them. 

S To focus on the continuum of the process, to follow the 
path of experience, to trust that something important will 
develop and come to its close. 

S Capacity to be firm and gentle in the same session. 

v'' Ability to accept and face emotional situations himself and 
with others. 

^ Ability to show himself in an attractive manner without 
imposing a charismatic presence. 

■S Awareness of the transcendental and creative pointsof his 

work. 
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According to this distribution of brain functions, it is possible to state 
that orthodox therapies adress the left hemisphere, while Gestalt Ther- 
apy attends to the right. 

As long as this therapy works with corporal mobility, images, 
dreams and emotion it can be considered — much the same as those 
that integrate the corporal and emotional — as a "psychotherapy 
of the right brain". 



However, both hemispheres are connected, and quickly exchange infor- 
mation through the 200 million fibers that make up the body. They 
receive all the information — external and internal — at the same time 
and process it according to their characteristics. 
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It is known that the left hemisphere affects the contents of speech, 
inclines towards writing, provides a more organized and conscious think- 
ing, allows one to remember people’s names, emphasizes an optimistic 
character and sociability and grants a feeling of “I in the wor\d”. 



The right hemisphere, instead, impels us to spare words, generates a 
systemic understanding of situations, awakenssensitivity to the sound 
and tone of a speaker’s voice, allows us to recognize people by their 
faces (global Gestalt) and emphasizes the taciturn and pessimistic 
traits as weil as the feeling of “The world in me”. 
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A great part of the Gestalt techniques tend to encourage the 
participation of the right hemisphere to mobilize the emotion 
and allow a new approach to problems. Besides, as with an inte- 
grating therapy. Gestalt does not favor the annulment of one 
hemisphere in favor of the other, nor one’s supremacy over the 
other, but the harmonious development of both potentials. 
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On stimulating the right hemisphere’s participation, Gestalt Therapy 
also presents Itself as a creative psychotherapy Abraham Maslow 
placed creativity third among human heeds. 



According to Maslow, an essential part of any creative act is to 
“lose oneself in the present”. His thought on creativity coincides a 
lot with Peris’s... 
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Joseph Zinker, a disciple of Peris’s, was one of the first to study Gestalt 
Therapy as a creative process in which the therapist takes part. 



The same Zinker, along with Sonia and Edwin Nevis, studies the factors 
that block the creativity of the patient, the therapist or a group and 
enumerates them in this way: 
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“Our own growing is like a creative process in which we must aban- 
don or rebuild certain forms of existence, and in the practice of 
freedom invent new forms or ways to experiment. To become cre- 
ative we have to be free. Freedom Is the consequence of letting 
yourself be. On passing from being fixed to letting ourselves be, we 
move from the mechanisms, from the religious rites, to the infinite 
experience of the self ”, 

—Joseph Zinker 


“In the therapies with role play, dramatizations, etc..., the 
process of self-knowledge would he united to that of self- 
expression. In the context of the theatrical fiction or play 
therapy, the individual discovers that his role model is the 
origin of many problems (...) According to the point where 
each one is at, he must start out. The roads cross each other. 

For each one there are opportunities and encounters 

— Kita Ca and Elsa Lanza 
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Gestalt's territories 

After Perls’s death. Gestalt continued its geographic and social ex- 
pansion. Geographically, it reached around the world. Socially the 
approach began to be applied gradually in more and more activities 
and situations. 



From 1972 up to 1976, about 40 institutes of Gestalt qualification 
were opened in the United States. Five years later — at the beginning of 
the 60s — there were already more than 70. 
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The Cleveland lire .puts its emphasis on the development of theory. Ac- 
tually, most of the therapy’s theorists were trained there. Those who 
identify themselves with the Cleveland current are the greatest pro- 
ducers of books and papers on Gestalt. They especially emphasize the 
study of the psychopathology, the psyche and the physiological pro- 
cesses as the therapist’s nourishing elements. 



As it developed, the Gestalt approach found its bearings in three great 
currents, generically known as New York, Cleveland and California In 
the New York or “East” branch (that also includes Poston) are counted 
the first and closestof Perls’s disciples and comrades. In fact, he founded 
the first Gestalt Institute in that city, in 1952. This school was distin- 
guished, above all, by a verbal approach and it still maintained — by that 
way — bonds with psychoanalysis. 




The' California branch is rooted in the time Peris spent in Esalen, Big 
Sur, San Francisco and Los Angeles. In some way it includes the 
most spectacular and advanced expressions of Gestalt's practice. 
It privileges all those experiences where the emotional, the corpora I 
and the spiritual have a decisive role. This current embodies “Ge- 
stalt’s second foundation”, produced when Peris found many of the 
original postulates obsolete, surrounded himself with new collabora- 
tors and faced new quests. 



Among the principal names of the East branch are counted Joel Lat- 
ner, Paul Goodman, Isadore From. 

In Cleveland: Laura Peris, Joseph Zinker, Edwin and Miriam Polster, 
Irma Shepherd. 

in the West: Fritz Peris, Claudio Naranjo, Jim Simkin, Abraham Levitzky, 
Robert Hall, Gideon Schwarz, Jack Downing, John Enright. 
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In any event, the trends have come together and fused due to internal 
moves and passes so that if there be any dispute it could be synthe- 
sized in this way: 



The Eastern Gestaltists accused Peris of having become a “hippie" when 
he established himself in California, which took seriousness off the ther- 
apeutic approach. This argument continued in the controversy between 
the “theorists” (East) and “technicians” (West), According to the former, 
the latter only attended to techniques, without going deep into the 
theoretical bearings. From the West it is usually answered that the 
“theorists” tend to “fossilize” and “bureaucratize” the Gestalt face to 
the permanent flexibility, vitality and creativity. 
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Claudio Naranjo (considered Perls'e successor along with Hall and Down- 
ing) sustains that the important thing — above the theoretical “sys- 
tematization” — “is the existential encounter the therapeutic relation- 
ship turns into.” Rather than theory, he prefers to talk about the spirit 
of the Gestalt 



The Gestaltist’s nearest to Perls’s spirit maintain that the “hard- 
core” theorists try to set boundaries for Gestalt, which would lead to 
a bureaucratic stage, fossilizing it. 
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In fact Gestalt Therapy transcended its initial geographical borders 
and extended itself throughout the world not only as a type of therapy 
but also as a holistic, approach and a way of life. There are Gestalt 
qualification centers in Germany (the first was founded in 1972 in Dus- 
seldorf), Australia, Mexico, Belgium, France, Canada, Japan (where the 
Gestalt Institute of Japan was started in 1976), Brazil, Spain, Mexico, 
Uruguay, Chile, and Argentina. 
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In the Hispanic world, Argentina and Chile produced pioneers in the 
Gestalt approach in the health, education and personal development 
fields. This happened at the beginning of the 70s. The first South Amer- 
ican Gestaltists (except Naranjo, who emigrated to California in the 
mid-60s, after having introduced .the first notions and experiences of 
the new current in his country) were trained with Or. Adriana Schnacke, 
Chilean medical psychiatrist. 

Known as Nana (or “the” Nana) , Or. Schnacke oriented, already In 1970, 
her Psychiatry and Medical Psychology chairs at the University of Chile 
in a Gestaltic way. 
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Genera I Pinochet’s dictatorship — in which he raised all trace of cre- 
ativity and humanism in the fields of culture, health, education, sci- 
ence — hindered the work of the Gestalt pioneers, though it did not 
impede the diffusion of its approach... 

...and, paradoxically, contributed to turning Buenos Aires into the most 
important center of development for Gestalt Therapy. Here, in 1973 
(year of the Chilean coup d’etat), Nana did her first Laboratories of 
Gestalt Therapy and came into contact with psychologists, physicians 
and health care workers who would become her disciples and would later 
develop themselves as therapists, diffusers, investigators and teach- 
ers of the new current. 



In 1976 the “process” (the sanguinary dictatorship that devastated 
territory, lives and institutions for seven years) darkened Argentina 
and forced the psychotherapeutic, research and educational or cre- 
ative development activities into near clandestiness, but even still the 
Gestalt approach kept on growing and gaining followers. 



In this way, by the end of the 70’ e the Gestalt Association of Buenos 
Aires (AGBA) was created, whose honorary chairman is Dr. Schnacke. 
Twenty years later, the approach of Gestalt Therapy in Argentina was 
extended to the education, the arts, the commercial field, medicine, 
and to multiple proposals for the development of human potential. 



On account of this process, in June of 1995 Buenos Aires was the seat 
of the Sixth international Congress of Gestalt, organized by the AGBA. 
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Gestalt and its applications 


Not just the geographical boundaries were transcended by Gestalt 
Therapy; the limiting conception that a therapeutic method can only be 
applied to the “cure” of a “disease” was too. 

The practice and studies of the Gestaltists, from Peris on, placed a 
great deal of attention on the possibilities of this approach in the fields 
of health, especially in those situations and activities where people try 
to develop and integrate their potentials. 



Gestalt is applied therapeutically in the treatment of psychotics, neu- 
rotics, psychosomatic patients, terminal patients, alcoholics, smokers, 
drug addicts, bulimics, anorexics, the depressed and suicidal, the sexu- 
ally traumatized, phobic, etc., etc, 
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In addition, according to its integrating vision. Gestalt can associate 
its methods with those of other psychocorporal therapies: EJioenerget- 
ic. Transactional Analysis, Neurolinguistics Programming, Psychodra- 
ma, Rolfing, Yoga, Massages, Euthonia, Rebirth, Art Therapy, etc. 






The Gestalt approach is applied, also, in numerous and varied institutions: 
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Marriage counseling and family therapy are two fields in which Gestalt 
proves highly efficacious. 



The spirituality, the rites, the practices that explore the expansion of 
consciousness are other fields wherein this current makes fertile con- 
tributions and from where it, in turn, nourishes itself. 
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Because of its variety of resources and languages (verbal, corporal, 
metaphorical). Gestalt has great value in the social field. It enables the 
social worker to work in groups, individually, to observe the whole, the 
interaction between the individual and the environment...He is able to 
register himself in that relationship and direct his empathy, since in his 
function “objectivity” and “neutrality” are not possible and, often, are 
not desirable either. 



To account for this plasticity and this richness of possibilities, we would 
have to examine — now that it is in perspective — the birth and confer- 
mation of this therapy, as well as the ideas and life experience of its 
creator. Gestalt Therapy can be adapted and re-created as we have 
seen because it is not about a rigid and unique formula that is applied 
to others, but something that is done with others. And they are always 
different, unique and non transferrable. 



Almost a century has passed between the Th eon/ of the Form’s 
first manifestations and Gestalt Therapy’s current flourishing. You 
can say that this process has been, in itself, Gestaltic: it signi- 
fied the development of a potential 
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Finally, at the end of this journey through the origin and development of 
a current that helped revolutionize and revitalize contemporaneous psy- 
chotherapies, we may ask ourselves: What path did Fritz Peris open with 
Gestalt? This is his answer: 


"I have often been called the founder of the Gestalt Therapy. If you 
call me discoverer, or re-discoverer of the Gestalt Therapy, I agree. 

Because the Gestalt is old as the world itself. The world, and 
especially each organism, maintains itself, and the only law that is 
constant is the formation of whole Gestalts, of plenitude. In it we 
have found the Socratic method as well as the Chinese tradition. 
What is new is the therapeutic progress that is made from these 
elementary basic principles. Here lies its true originality”. 

— Fritz Peris 
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To live in the way of the Gestalt 

precepts enunciated by Claudio Naranjo 

1. Live now. Concern yourself with the present before the past or the 
Mire. 

2. Live here. Devote yourself to what is present before what is absent. 

3. Stop imagining things. Experiment with what is real. 

4. Stop thinking unnecessary things. Instead, taste and look. 

5. Express instead of manipulating, explaining, justifying or judging. 

6. Surrender yourself to distress and pain in the same way that you 
surrender to pleasure. Do not limit your conscience. 

7. Accept no “you must” or “you should” other than the ones that you 
impose on yourself. Do not adore any idol. 

8. Accept being as you are. 





Brief dictionary of Qestalt 


AGGRESSIVENESS: Fritz Peris considered it a life pulse, necessary 
to avoid interjections and actively assimilate the external world. “It is 
necessary to bite the apple so that you can digest it”. 

AMPLIFICATION: Technique that consists of progressively intensi- 
fying automatic gestures (a light rattling of the fingers, a jolt of the 
head, etc.), spontaneous feelings or sensations in order to make them 
explicit and to become aware of what is being avoided with them, what 
they stand for or what they are for. 

ANGUISH: According to Peris, the gap that is opened between the 
now and the after. The paralysis of our vital energy when we wonder if 
our next action will be approved or rejected. The way of avoiding it is 
to stay in the present, since in the present the excitement flows towards 
the spontaneous activity in progress. 

ASSERTION: A characteristic of language and behavior that affirms 
the self. It consists of defending and positing one’s own feelings, sensa- 
tions and needs in a direct way and without denying those of others. 

ATTENTION: Attitude that leads to being in the present, con- 
scious of one's own needs, sensations, feelings and mechanisms of 
contact. He who is attentive has awareness and takes charge of his 
acts. Attention puts us in a state of alertness about our own person 
and what surrounds us. It allows us to discriminate. According to 
Castaneda it is one of the four essential arms of the “Warrior” (wise 
man). For Gestalt attention is not something that “comes and goes”, 
turns on and off, but is an attitude of life. 

AWARENESS (Self-Awareness): Global acquisition of consciousness 
in the present moment. Meaning, attention to the ensemble of corporal 
and internal emotional processes and those of medium. Called aware- 
ness by Peris, it relates to an always subjective experience that does 
nbt go through that flow’s intellectual comprehension. It is a total 
process, organismic, in which are situated all the answers a person can 
give on all possible fields of his conduct. It means awareness of one 
self, awareness of the world and awareness of the intermediate zone 
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(of the fantasy). Unlike insight, it includes psychic and physical behav- 
iors. Latner defines awareness as “a final aspect of the healthy working 
of the individual, it means grasping with all the senses the internal and 
external phenomenological world, just as it is and happens.” He who is 
in awareness can only be so in the present moment, in contact with 
what at that moment is emerging as figure. Therefore, he has aware- 
ness of the whole Gestaltic field. 

CHARACTER: For Peris, a rigid structure of behavior. It is the “callosi- 
ty” that is produced in the frontier-contact of the individual and the medi- 
um, resulting in little creativity and flexibility in the interaction. A person of 
“character” is, actually, someone with a poor variety of answers to differ- 
ent stimulus or necessities, poorness that makes him predictable. 

CONFLICT: Situation that results when two internal forces (in Ge- 
stalt, generally the top-dog and the underdog) are in struggle. Many of 
Gestalt Therapy’s techniques teach the individual to discriminate be- 
tween these forces, identify himself with each of them, get them to 
talk, and find the point from where they interact. The basic conflict ap- 
pears, say Gestaltists, when a person does not accept himself as he is. 

CONFLUENCE: Mechanism of resistance by which the frontier of 
contact between an individual and the medium becomes diluted so that 
the individual does not notice or tolerate any difference between him 
and the rest of the world. The confluence in a baby (with his mother) is 
normal; in an adult it is pathologic. 

CONTACT: One of Gestalt’s central ideas. It designates die relationship be- 
tween the individual and the world. Contact and retreat are two moments that 
open and close the cycle of an experience that defines any action taken for die 
satisfaction of an identified need. Goodman describes four phases in this cycle 
(pre-contact, contact, full contact and retreat). Other authors find more phases, 
as does Katzeff, who describes seven. What is sure is that the cycle of experi- 
ence, once completed, closes a Gestalt and, once its completed, allows a 
healthy and harmonic relationship between the person and the context The in- 
terruptions or alterations of this cycle (projection, interjection, confluence, ret- 
roflection and deflection) are called resistances and are considered neurotic 
disorders. Each one of them displaces the frontier and spaces of the individual 
and the environment 
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CONTINUUM OF CONSCIOUSNESS: State of alertness about one’s 
own perceptions, sensations, feelings and ideas while these remain as 
background for the figures that emerge and catch our interest. It is about 
a constant conscience on the internal world that in a healthy person ap- 
pears like a regular and flexible flow. In a Gestaltic therapist it is an essen- 
tial resource. 

DEFLECTION: Resistance by which an individual avoids contact, deviat- 
ing or making the interaction bounce back to the intermediate zone so as 
not to come into contact with unwanted situations or people. The deflector 
uses the energy to avoid being centered in himself, runs away from the 
here and now by way of general issues, projects, day dreams, jokes, trivial 
conversations. Peris called this “mind fucking”. 

DIALOGUE: Technique that is used in Gestalt Therapy to seek the inte- 
gration of parts in conflict. It is used in cases where a dissociation is ob- 
served in the individual: he is made to experiment taking each of the parts 
in conflict and talking or acting them out. He can also be made to dialogue 
with a person for him who is absent but important to him, asking him to 
identify with that person. The dialogue can be established between differ- 
ent parts of the body (left hand with right hand, brain with heart, etc). 

EMPTY CHAIR: Technique preferred by Peris, who used it especial- 
ly from 1964. It consists of asking the patient to install himself in front 
of an empty seat and imagine a character (for example, his father) that 
he needs to talk to. The “empty chair” may be a cushion and it can be 
put in a variety of places in accordance with where the patient places it. 

ENCOUNTER: Contact between the person and the medium, be- 
tween two people, or between parts of a person that produces a modi- 
fication or change in the structure of those that contact each other. 
There are no ways or formulas to make this happen. It happens or not, 
although it does not occur by chance; one prepare's the conditions so 
that the encounter be possible. For this it is necessary to dislodge the 
intermediate zone — fantasy, opinions, prejudices, expectancies, inten- 
tions, etc. and to intensify attention and alertness. 

EXPERIENCE: The ensemble of knowledge that a person obtains 
about himself through attention, alertness and awareness of his mecha- 
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nisras and ways of contact. The experience occurs in the here and now 
and can be verified not only in the mind, but also by sensory, emotional 
and affective ways. 

EXPERIMENT: Situation in which the individual is deliberately asked 
to live, feel, try (that is to say, experience) of his own accord — and 
generally in a symbolic way — a feared or expected situation. This is 
meant to avoid escape from distressing situations. Zinker calls the ex- 
periment “the cornerstone of learning through experience. It trans- 
forms talking about something into a doing, and stale reminiscences 
and theories into being completely here, with the imagination, the ener- 
gy and the interest”. 

EXTERNAL SUPPORT: Substitutes for self-support that, are ob- 
tained from mechanisms of manipulation. These mechanisms go from 
self-pity (“Poor me, who cannot do it on his own...”) to flattery (“Only 
you can help me out....”) to the veiled threat (“I’m telling you this for 
your own good...”) among others. 

FIGURE-FORM: Basic concept of Gestalt Therapy, taken by Peris 
from the psychology of perception. It basically defines the fact that 
when a person’s attention is focused on something this turns to figure 
and everything else passes to a second plane working as background. 
A healthy person has the ability to discern the dominant figure in the 
here and now (the registering of a necessity, the perception of what is 
needed to satisfy it and the necessary action to obtain it). In this way an 
action reaction in the here and now (figure) is inserted in the whole of 
the personality’s situation (background). When the necessity has been 
satisfied, the open or unfinished Gestalt is closed, the figure retreats to 
the background and from this one emerges a new figure. This continu- 
ous and changing succession is no more than the cycle of life and with- 
in it all living organism's are engaged. 

FORM: In Gestalt, equivalent to signification and opposed to significant 
(content). It basically relates to the how (tone of voice, expressions, ges- 
tures, postures, etc.) and is especially important in the therapeutic process. 

FRONTIER-CONTACT: (SEE CONTACT): Fundamental concept in 
Gestalt, since it is in the individual’s frontier-contact with the environ- 
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ment where the therapy takes place. The skin is, in the organism’s way, 
the clearest example of this notion. 

GESTALT: Word of German origin that means whole or configuration. 
Not only does it relate to the configuration itself, but particularly to the 
way in which the individual parts that comprise it are organized. The psy- 
chology of Gestalt parts from the premise that human nature is organized 
in forms and totalities and that this is how the individual experiences it. 
Thus, human nature can only be understood according to the forms or to- 
talities it is composed of. Gestalt is then the whole process that includes 
actions, emotions and thoughts that flow from the appearance of a necessi- 
ty to its satisfaction. Peris says: “When the catexial object, whether his ca- 
texis is positive or negative, has been appropriated or annihilated, contact- 
ed or moved away, or treated in some way that is satisfactory for the indi- 
vidual, then the object as well as the necessity with which it is related dis- 
appear from the environment and it is said that the Gestalt is closed.” An 
open Gestalt is an unsatisfied necessity or an unfinished matter and while 
it remains this way it impedes the appearance of new Gestalt, complicating 
the continuum of the cycle of the experience. 

HEALTH: Characteristic of an individual who can live alert in the here 
and now, feeling without rejecting his feelings, making himself responsible 
for them and for his action, without being subjected to apparitions of the 
past or being anxious to control the future. The healthy man is one who 
can have significant contact with his medium without being totally ab- 
sorbed by it and without withdrawing himself completely from it. It is what 
Peris calls “the well integrated man”. Peris proposes: “The target of the 
psychotherapy is precisely to create these kind of men.” 

HERE AND NOW: The sensations, life experiences, sensory experi- 
ence, contact that describe a situation in the moment in which it hap- 
pens. It relates to a continuous state of present. Meaning, according to 
Deshimaru, “being entirely into what you are doing and not thinking in 
the past nor the future”. 

HOLISM: From the Greek “holos”, which means all. It makes refer- 
ence to the relation of the part with the whole. The holistic theory was 
posed by General Smuts, prime minister of South Africa, in his book 
Holism and Evolution (1926). Peris came to know it and was seduced 
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by it when he lived in that country, in exile from Nazi persecution. 

Smuts developed the theory starting from ideas of Darwin, Bergson, 
Einstein and Teilhard de Chardin. Holism developed and gathered 
strength as a response to the dogmatism of the theories that assert that 
only the body or only the mind is important. Holism maintains that sep- 
aration of mind and body constitutes the basic weakness of traditional 
psychotherapies. The currents partaking of the psychotherapeutic 
Third Wave, of which Gestalt Therapy forms part, are holistic. Peris 
points out: “The organism acts and reacts to the organism with more 
or less intensity; as the intensity grows, it becomes physical behavior 
(...) Once it is recognized that the thoughts and actions are made of the 
same energy, we can translate them and transpose them from one level 
to another”. 

HOMEOSTASIS: General principle of the self regulation of living 
organisms. The homeostatic process is the one by which the organism 
maintains its equilibrium — and therefore its health — in the midst of 
changing conditions. That is to say, it is about the process through 
which the organism satisfies its necessities. Needs are constant and var- 
ied, so that each one of them alters the balance and obliges it to be re- 
built. Homeostasis is, therefore, a phenomenon of unsteady balance, 
which occurs all the time. Cannon first enunciated this principle, in 
1926. For the homeostasis to be accomplished, the individual has to 
have the capacity to register his necessity and to know how to manage 
himself and his environment in quest of its satisfaction. 

HOW: Essential question in Gestalt Therapy, that fundamentally re- 
lates to the phenomenological perspective of the processes. In personal 
relations this question is facilitating, for it allows one to get true infor- 
mation and impedes the judging and the chain of always relative inter- 
pretations triggered by the search of the “why”. 

IMPASSE: Psychic block or paralyzing situation, apparently with no 
way out, that is produced when, according to Peris, you are at the “nu- 
cleus” of the problem. It arises when, in the course of the therapeutic 
process the patient gets close to a phobic point. Then he generally falls 
into repetitions, refuses to go on, and all his mechanisms of avoidance 
arise. The way out is to adopt new paths that should gradually allow 
crossing — from outside to inside — the successive layers of neurotic 
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conduct to touch the most authentic layers. This generally comes with 
emotional outbursts that break the block. 

INTEGRATION: Process by which a projection comes to be accepted 
as one’s own. The individual stops acting from only one of his person- 
ality’s opposed poles to recuperate an alienated, devaluated aspect 
placed “outside”. The way to integration is by getting to the bottom of 
a sensation or feeling, being responsible for one's own feelings, 
thoughts, words and actions. 

INTERJECTION: A basic resistance, that consists of accepting — 
without metabolizing — all the ideas, principles or dogmas of others 
without personalizing them. The inteijectors follow to the letter, for 
instance, all the you shoulds that are imparted. 

INTERRUPTION: Consequence of neurotic behavior, which cuts the 
flux of energy at any part of the cycle of experience and impedes rees- 
tablishment of the homeostatic balance. 

IT: For Gestalt, one of the three functions of the self, which also con- 
tains the I and the personality. 

LABORATORY: One of Gestalt Therapy’s most used techniques, con- 
sisting of group work aimed at living in the here and now, through experi- 
ments, the true contact of each participant with himself and with others. 

LEARNING: Learning is discovering, says Peris. There is no other 
effective way to learn. “You can tell a child a thousand times that the 
stove is hot, but it is no good: he has to discover it for himself.” 
Learning comes as a consequence of carrying out the cycle of experi- 
ence. When this is interrupted, a gestalt remains unfinished and there is 
something that is not learned. When it is necessary to think, you think 
here and now, remember here and now. My autobiography belongs to 
the past. My projects to the future. The succession of here and now 
becomes cosmic and extends to the infinity.” Peris prefers the “now 
and how”, that describes the development of the interaction, in the 
present, with another. 

MATURITY: According to Peris, thiscomes as a consequence of the 
trans-formation from environmental support to self-support. Is the ob- 
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jective of Gestalt Therapy: to complete this process to succeed in that 
the individual may not depend on others, but will soon discover that he 
is able to do many more things than he imagined. 

MONODRAMA: Technique coming from psychodrama and utilized 
many times in Gestalt. It consists of making the patient represent dif- 
ferent roles within the situation that he evokes. In this way he can talk 
with different parts of his body or people in his life and give himself the 
imagined, desired or feared answers. 

NECESSITY: An impulse whose results are impossible to elude. 
Unlike desire, necessity designates the lack of something that is in- 
dispensable for subsistence. That lack signifies a risk or danger that 
demands quick help. Necessities can be organic, psychological, so- 
cial or spiritual and are not always quickly perceived or expressed. 
Gestalt pays attention to necessities above desires, while the thera- 
peutic process aims at indicating the interruptions, blocks or distor- 
tions (resistance) that interrupt or disturb the cycle of satisfaction 
of the necessities. 

NEUROSIS: It is defined in Gestalt as a state of rupture of the ho- 
meostatic equilibrium in the individual, that appears when a person 
and the group or environment of which he forms part experi- 
ence different necessities and the person cannot determine which is 
the dominant. The repetition of 
this experience obliges the indi- 
vidual to see himself disturb- 
ed enough to lose the capa- 
city of properly judging the 
state of balance or unbalance 
of any situation. “The neurotic 
is not able to see his own 
necessities clearly and so 
is not able to satisfy 
them”. (Peris) 



OBVIOUS: It is what can be captured by the senses. Gestalt Therapy 
lays special stress on not confusing what is obvious with what the per- 
son imagines, believes to see or “takes for granted or known”. Due to 
resistance it usually happens that the obvious is just what is less seen. 

POLARITIES: Characteristics of human behavior (love-hate, aggressive- 
ness-tenderness, reason-intuition, courage-fear, etc., etc.) whose harmoni- 
ous integration is Gestalt’s objective. Gestalt does not pursue the elimina- 
tion of one in favor of the other, nor the finding of the “exact mean” (both 
illusory and impoverishing); it pursues complementation. 

PROJECTION: Form of resistance that consists of attributing to 
someone else an aspect of oneself. Paranoia is an extreme form of this 
objects and people in the environment. His conviction that he is being pur- 
sued is, actually, the confirmation that he would want to pursue others. 
“Instead of being an active participant of his own life, the projector be- 
comes a passive object, victim of the circumstances:” 

RESISTANCE: Fundamental concept in Gestalt Therapy. It designates 
those mechanisms of behavior that, by dint of repetition, are opposed to 
the free development of the cycle of contact or satisfaction of necessities. 
Peris defines four basic resistances (or “mechanisms of disorder of the con- 
tact’s limits”): inteijection, projection, confluence and retroflection. Other 
authors add others (like deflection, proflection, egotism, etc.) 

RESPONSIBILITY: Ability or capacity to find the answer to one’s 
own necessities and take charge of oneself. Responsibility signifies re- 
sponsa-habil (skillful response). The exercise of responsibility is one 
by which we become aware of our emotions, feelings, thoughts, words 
and actions and take charge of them — not in the style of taking the 
blame, but as an acknowledgment of their existence. The responsibility 
is not centered on what a person feels, since this arises spontaneously 
in him, but on what that person does with what he feels. Responsibility 
means talking in the'first person. The “I”, Peris points out, develops 
the individual’s sense about his own feelings, thoughts and symptoms. 
The “am” is an existential symbol. “It mentions what he experiences as 
forming part of his self, that along with his now, is his getting to be. He 
rapidly learns that each new now is different from the previous one”. 
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RETROFLECTION: Resistance consisting of turning mobilizing en- 
ergy against yourself, or doing to yourself what you wish to do to oth- 
ers. The retroflector substitutes the environment for himself and suc- 
ceeds in becoming his own worst enemy. 

SELF-ACTIVATION: Model according to which there is a continuum 
that goes from manipulation to activation. The manipulator sees others as 
ends and acts accordingly, controlling himself and the others. For the acti- 
vator the other is an end in himself and before the other expresses emo- 
tions and feelings the moment they arise. Attention and awareness lead to 
staying self-activated. Peris points out: “A lot of people dedicate their life 
to activating (updating) a concept of what they should be, instead of acti- 
vating themselves as they are. This difference between being self-activated 
and activating the self-image is very important.” 

SELF-SUPPORT: The person’s capacity to take charge of himself 
starting from the acceptance and acknowledgment of his potentials. 
Self-support defines the ability to be aware of one’s own needs here 
and now and to satisfy them, so completing a Gestalt. 

SUBCONSCIOUS: Even though Gestalt does not deny them, it does 
not attribute to the phenomena of the subconscious the main role in the 
therapeutic process. Gestalt Therapy inverts traditional psychothera- 
py’s way and goes from the apparent or most superficial (corporal, 
emotional or mental) manifestations to the deepest layers. 

TOP-DOG AND UNDERDOG: Perls’s denominations. The Top-dog 
is what in psychoanalysis is known as the Superego (and also con- 
science). “Full of virtues, he is exemplary and authoritarian, always 
right”, Peris describes him. “He is a bully and works with you should 
and you should not He moves about with demands and threats of 
catastrophes such as if you do not yield you will not be loved, you will 
not go to heaven, you will die and that sort of thing”. The top-dog is 
always normative. He is right and clear. Psychoanalysis, Peris points 
out, forgot about the underdog, who is as real as the one on top. The 
underdog says yes to everything, “I promise you”, “I agree’', “I’ll do it 
tomorrow if I can”. He is defensive, apologetic, flattering, he plays the 
weeping baby. He is clever and astute, says Peris, and in general gets 
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the better part because he is more manipulating and less primitive than 
the one on top. Both dogs fight for control of the person and fragment 
him into controller-controlled. The internal conflict that they motorize 
does not solve why both fight for their lives. “If the person sets his 
mind on accomplishing the top-dog’s perfectionist expectancies, the 
result will be a nervous breakdown or an escape to psychosis. This is 
one of the underdog’s tools.” Peris adds that die way to solve this 
struggle between “the two nasty clowns” is to gain awareness of one's 
conduct, recognize it and get to understand that the point of reconcilia- 
tion is to abandon all pretense of internal or external control and let the 
situation be the one to control. “The less trust we have in ourselves, 
the less contact with ourselves and the world, the greater our desire to 
control”. Anyway, the conflict never disappears (the resolution of one 
makes room for the appearance of another), even though placing one- 
self in the center of the battlefield permits one to visualize both poles 
and reach acceptance. 
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